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This atlas on rural change in Africa was prepared at the request of the NEPAD Agency and
under the overall coordination and guidance of Ibrahim Assane Mayaki, NEPAD Agency CEO, 
Estherine Lisinge Fotabong, Programme Implementation and Coordination Director, and 
Benoît Faivre-Dupaigre, Agriculture Adviser to the CEO.
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consequences: they certainly create growth in absolute terms, but this growth is not inclusive 
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stimulate urbanisation through investment of income in buildings and public works and often 
results in agriculture being neglected in favour of the apparently easier path of food models 
based on imported products.
? What employment alternatives
for young people?
One of the major challenges facing the continent is, however, that of employment. Because of 
their population structure, the African economies will continue to receive a growing number 
of young jobseekers every year. These new workers, who numbered around 15 million in 1995, 
now stand at 20 million and will reach almost 30 million in 2030. Two thirds of them will be from 
rural areas. This expansion of the economically active population is an opportunity for a region 
that, because of the rapidity of its demographic transition, has had to support the highest pro-
portion of inactive people ever seen, at the worst possible moment, the height of the crisis of 
1980-1990. It constitutes an exceptional driver of economic growth, as long as the economy 
can provide these jobs. This is a key challenge for development policies.
Industry and modern services currently only provide a very small proportion of urban
employment. Migration opportunities are increasingly limited in the centres of globalisa-
tion that were historically the most open, such as the mature economies of North America
and Europe. And the emerging countries are unwilling to welcome a large number of African 
immigrants in the near future. Consequently, the radically changing rural Africa will there-
fore have a key role to play in the forthcoming adaptations and will need to provide as many
agricultural and non-agricultural jobs as possible.
? Reinvesting
in territorial development strategies
Meeting this challenge will involve putting public policies back into a territorial perspective. 
Beyond the need to develop regional integration leveraged by major infrastructures – which 
in the long term will also help to open up economic areas and to enhance domestic trade –, 
it is a proactive approach to territorial development that will produce the initiatives and inno-
The tragedy of African information systems
Tragedy is a strong word, but it is increasingly used to describe the state of knowledge bases and statistical systems. There are several exceptions, and 
progress has been made recently in some countries, particularly thanks to international cooperation. But on the whole, the existing information systems 
no longer help to guide public action. A “politics of large numbers”, in the words of Alain Desrosières, is nevertheless a necessity in order to acquire the 
tools for knowledge and government.
The challenges to be met and the numerous conﬂicts on the use of resources should make the reconstruction and development of these information 
systems a priority. It is particularly important to enhance knowledge and understanding of the reality of rural economies, the new territorial dynamics 
and the speciﬁcs of land occupation. How can the anticipated increasing densities all over the continent be managed without an accurate understanding 
of its “full” and “empty” places, its tension zones and its potential?
vations needed to boost economic and social development. This proactive approach means
consolidating urban-rural linkages, and providing the network of medium-sized cities with the 
urban functions needed to foster local dynamics and to facilitate their connection to metro-
politan areas. Agriculture will have to play its role, taking advantage of the potential of the
African domestic market and of external opportunities, since growth in agricultural income will 
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Encouraging an increase in agricultural production and income while maintaining the
multifunctionality of rural activities to guarantee resilience in the face of climate variability,
preserving and protecting environmental capital and biodiversity, and supporting the
development of non-agricultural jobs, all require creative public policies. These must
combine territorial development tools and support for economic sectors, the construction of
infrastructure, mediation between actors, and the reinforcement of human capital. Such
policies must be consolidated or invented in order to enhance the new rural realities and to 
make these emerging territorial dynamics the foundations of genuine development paths.
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CIRAD is a French research centre that works in partnership with countries of the South to
generate and transfer new knowledge in order to support agricultural development and to contribute 
to the debate on the main global issues surrounding agriculture, food and rural territories. CIRAD has 
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90 countries.

